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Alpina
A semiannual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Karakoram
Continuation of the K2 winter attempts story. The previous Alpina
described the triumphant first winter ascent of K2 (8,611 meters) in January
2021. February turned out less well. There may have been more summits, but
there were more fatalities: four. The first was the Bulgarian Atanas Skatov,
who disappeared on the descent after an unsuccessful summit attempt. He
had already climbed ten of the world’s 8,000-meter peaks. At about the same
time, a group of four reached the start of the dangerous bottleneck, high on
the peak: Juan Pablo “J.P.” Mohr Prieto (Chile), John Snorri Sigurjónsson
(Iceland), and Muhammad Ali Sadpara (Pakistan) and his son, Sajid. Sajid
Sadpara had equipment trouble and retreated. The other three continued up
and vanished. In July, Sajid returned to the mountain in search of his father’s
party. Sherpas from other guide companies found their bodies on July 26
below the bottleneck, 300 meters above Camp 4. An early theory about what
happened, based on where the three bodies were found and the absence of
any avalanche signs, is that the climbers reached the summit but were enveloped by extreme cold and poor visibility on the descent and froze to death.
Snorri and Sadpara had been described as the leading climbers of their
respective countries.

Nepal Himalaya
Welsh climber Quentin Roberts, 29, and American Jesse Huey (who turns
43 in December 2021) tried to solve the riddle of the North Pillar of Tengkangpoche (6,487 meters). Although three different parties have reached the
summit by other routes—most notably Ueli Steck and Simon Anthamatten’s
climb via the Northwest Face in 2009—the soaring 1,900-meter monolithic
North Pillar is an unclaimed prize for high-altitude climbers who have the
necessary skill set.
This was Roberts’s second attempt on the North Pillar, following a siege
with Juho Knuuttila, of Finland, in 2019. That year Roberts and Knuuttila set
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Jesse Huey, left, and Quentin Roberts with the North Pillar of Tengkangpoche behind
them. QUENTIN ROBERTS

a new high point on the North Pillar at 5,930 meters, obliterating the former
high point set by a Canadian expedition in 2006. Knuuttila and Roberts
turned around just a few pitches shy of the snow ridge leading to the summit,
stymied by weather, fatigue after five days on the wall, and blank-looking
rock ahead.
That upper rock shield is “definitely still a huge question mark,” Roberts
says. He and Huey didn’t even make it back up to that 2019 high point in the
spring of 2021, as weather never cooperated. But Roberts is already scheming
for a third trip. “I got a message from Conrad Anker after I said we bailed
again,” Roberts says. “Conrad said that for him two out of three trips to the
Himalaya are always failures. So now I think I need to go back and finally do
it the third time.”
At 7,162 meters, Baruntse in eastern Nepal has been offered by commercial companies to climbers of little experience, by the line of the original 1954
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ascent. Other lines are far more challenging. In May 2021, Czech alpinists
Márek Holeček and Radoslav Groh completed a new route, “Heavenly Trap,”
on the formidable West Face. They climbed alpine style—no fixed ropes, no
high-altitude camps. The climbers encountered severe technical difficulties
and very bad weather, which got much worse on the way down the normal
(Southeast Face) route. They were struck by Cyclone Yaas, which had ravaged
West Bengal, and they were pinned down for a miserable 80 hours. When
the storm finally let them descend, they were airlifted by helicopter to Kathmandu, ten days after starting up the mountain. A photograph of them on
return to Kathmandu shows two muscular, emaciated men.
After a year of nearly total inactivity, Everest (8,849 meters) opened
up, but only partially. By the end of May, some 500 summits had been
recorded. By far the most climbs were from the Nepal side. On June 28 the
New York Times published yet another photograph of 40 or more climbers
lined up, apparently on the Lhotse face. The numbers would have been
higher but for the COVID-19 pandemic and the late-May onslaught of
Cyclone Yaas. Nearly 200 foreigners abandoned their attempts. In all, four
climbers died.
Chinese authorities were especially cautious about the virus and shut down
the Tibet side of the mountain before mid-May. In a ludicrous gesture, China
had planned to establish a “line of separation” on the (not very big) summit
to protect climbers from possibly infected individuals coming up from Nepal.
On June 27, Bhadra Sharma and Emily Schmall reported in the New York
Times that by early June, “at least 59 infected people had been on the mountain, including five others who reached the top, according to interviews with
climbers and expedition companies and the personal accounts of social media
users.” Very few Sherpas had been vaccinated when they reached Base Camp.
Kilian Jornet of Spain and David Goettler of Germany contemplated an
ambitious plan to climb the West Ridge, descend to the South Col, and then
summit Lhotse and descend by a different route. The expedition failed, but
they or some others will doubtless succeed in coming years.
An underappreciated climb. On June 8, 1924, Andrew “Sandy” Irvine
and George Mallory left their camp high on Everest, strapped on their oxygen
bottles, and headed for the still-untouched summit. Then they vanished. Their
fate has been called “the greatest mystery in the history of mountaineering”
(Wade Davis, Into the Silence, Knopf, 2011) and has been the subject of endless
speculation. The 1999 discovery of Mallory’s body left many questions. It was
front-page news: Millions of people know about Mallory and Irvine.
124 Appalachia

In contrast, even among climbers the names of Edward Norton and T. H.
Somervell are obscure. Yet four days before Mallory and Irvine, they made a
remarkable attempt on Everest and climbed higher than anyone had before.
Unlike Mallory and Irvine, Norton and Somervell carried no supplementary
oxygen. Their equipment was primitive by today’s measure. They each wore
“a pair of boots of felt-bound leather and lightly nailed with the usual Alpine
nails.” No crampons. They avoided Mallory’s windy Northeast Ridge for a
traverse below. Norton and Somervell were amazingly high when Somervell
had to stop because of a dangerously inflamed throat. Norton continued
another hour, reaching the enormous snow couloir that cuts the North Face.
When it came time to turn back, his altimeter read 28,126 feet. His was an
amazing achievement. His name and Somervell’s should be well remembered.

Patagonia
In a busy winter season, partly peopled by climbers stuck because of the virus,
the most spectacular feat was a solo north–south traverse of the Fitz Roy
massif, by Belgian Sean Villanueva O’Driscoll. Known as the Moonwalk
Traverse, it took six days. Along the way he encountered several live climbers and an old corpse. On top of Fitz Roy, he sang, danced, and played the
flute that he was carrying. The traverse had been done once before, in the
opposite direction, by Alex Honnold and Tommy Caldwell in 2012. Afterward, to quote Patagonia Vertical, Rolando Garibotti’s authoritative guide on
Instagram (Instagram.com/patagoniavertical), “partnered with Jon Griffin,
O’Driscoll opened a heinously sustained #6 off-width route up Fitz Roy they
dubbed La Chaltenense.”
As documented on Patagonia Vertical, climbers established many hard
new routes, many accomplished very fast indeed. Just one example: Santiago
Scavolini soloed the Motocross Traverse, a 750-meter-long route. Scavolini
covered the first 400 meters in an hour and 15 minutes.

Climbing Fast and Alone
Neither solo climbing nor speed records are new, but they have lately been
often combined, as indicated in the previous Patagonia description. Currently
the most sensational exemplar must be the Swiss Dani Arnold. He climbed
the Cima Grande di Lavaredo in the Dolomites in an astounding time of less
than 47 minutes in September 2019. And the Eiger in a little under two hours
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30 minutes, in April 2011. Unlike his most famous competitor, Ueli Steck,
Arnold is still alive. In an interview reported by CNN in October 2019, he
said, “I know what would happen if I make any mistakes.”
On August 15, 2021, Arnold set another blistering speed record. He
climbed the Petit Dru, in the French Alps, in 1 hour 43 minutes 35 seconds.
With that he held speed records on five of the six classic North Faces of the
Alps, the others being the aforementioned Cima Grande di Lavaredo, the
Matterhorn (2015), the Piz Badile (2016), and the Grandes Jorasses (2018).
The only of the faces on which he doesn’t hold the record is the Eiger. The
late Steck broke Arnold’s 2011 Eiger record in 2015. Arnold, however, said he
had no plans to return to break Steck’s current mark. “Partly out of respect
for Ueli,” he told Ed Douglas for a profile in Climbing magazine. “He’s not
here now. But being focused all the time on being the fastest? You know, the
young generation [is] coming. I don’t want to be hung up on it. There are too
many other things to do.”

Denali
The Muldrow Glacier surges. Glaciers are in retreat as temperatures rise.
Starting around March of this year, Denali’s famed Muldrow Glacier behaved
in a dramatically different way. It flowed downhill at 50 to 100 times its
normal rate, reportedly gaining 30 to 60 feet per day. Unusual though this
advance may seem, it was overdue. The Muldrow is one of the approximately
1 percent of the world’s glaciers that experience “surges.” The last one began
in 1956; another was predicted for 50 years later. The earlier surge pushed
the Muldrow forward by some four miles. This one may do the same. The
immediate impact is that the glacier has become unstable and much more
crevassed. Denali’s early attempts and first ascent (1913) were from this side,
but it may prove too dangerous in 2021.
—Steven Jervis, with Michael Levy
Sources include Rolando Garibotti’s Instagram guide, Patagonia Vertical, Instagram.com/patagoniavertical, Alan Arnette’s blog at alanarnette.com/blog, and
Alpinist.
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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